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The Malayalam script, like Devanagari, is written from left to right. In the traditional 
script, each character represents a syllable-sized unit, but recent innovations have in- 
troduced a few elements of alphabetic writing into the script. 

The script is "phonemic" insofar as it encodes most contrasts at the classical pho- 
nemic level of representation. With a few exceptions, a character in the script (called 
an aksaram) denotes a vowel by itself, or one or more consonants followed by a vow- 
el. The inventory oi' fundamental aksaram characters in Malayalam is given in their 
traditional order (reading left to right), vowels (svaram) m table 38.1 and conso- 
nants (vyanjanam) in table 38.2. Note that both written and spoken Malayalam, un- 
like most Indian languages, contrast dental [t], alveolar [t], and retroflex [Q (albeit 
only when doubled). Also contrastive are nasals in seven articulatory positions: [m], 
[n], [iiJ, [ji], [q] in the script, plus [n] and [r)T in pronunciation. 

In TABLE 38.2, the transliteration symbols are given in terms of (abstract) con- 
sonants alone; when pronounced, the aksaram is pronounced with following a, thus 
^k = ka. The aksaram ^Srm ks actually represents a conjunct consonant (see below), 
but is conventionally listed as a unit, near the end of the canonical order. 

In simple cases, the svaram and vyanjanam characters can be simply strung to- 
gether to form words: coirao ara 'room', cor^) an ana 'elephant', oJcB^ paka 'hostility'. 
The svaram characters are used only when the vowel occurs initially in a syllable, as 
in the initial syllables in 'room' and 'elephant'. Elsewhere, when the syllable begins 
with a consonant, the vyanjanam character indicates the consonant-vowel sequence. 

A marginal contrast between velars ([k] etc.) and palatalized velars ([k^] etc.) is 
not reflected in the script; both series are indicated by the characters <^ k gh kh ui g 
^"^ gh €B n. The symbol cd n represents dental [n] when initial, alveolar [n] else- 
where; but its geminate form cm represents both dental [nn], as in ojctdI [panni] 
'pig', and alveolar [nn], as in d&^ODl [kanni] 'unmarried girl'. The symbol o r is pro- 
nounced, when doubled, as alveolar [tt], e.g. cdoo o marram [maittam] 'change'; else- 
where it is alveolar [r], e.g. d&^ol kari [kari] 'curry'. 

A vyanjanam character by itself has the value of a syllable onset followed by the 
vowel a. When a syllable is followed by a vowel other than a, the vowel is indicated 
by a diacritic on the letter, rather than the full svaram character. The regular diacritics 
and their values are illustrated in table 38.1 with the vyanjanam oJ p. The shapes 
of uu are irregular with some consonants, as shown in table 38.3. However, in the 
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TABLE 38.1: Vowel Symbols (svaram); Vowel-Consonant Combinations 



Svaram 


Transliteration 


Pronunciation 


Diacritic (with^-) 


(0R| 


a 


[a] 


- 


nJ 


<m) 


a 


[ai] 


—0 


oJO 


m 


i 


[i] 


-1 


aJl 


M^ 


i 


[iO 


-1 


ajl 


^ 


u 


[u] 


- 


- ^ 


£nQ 


u 


[ui] 


® 


^ 


^ 


r 


[ri] 


^ 


^ 


^ 


e 


[e] 


Q— 


QoJ 


^ 


e 


[ei] 


c~ 


GrU 


Oo^ 


ai 


[ai] 


QO- 


6)6) oJ 


a 





[0] 


Q-0 


OrUO 


ao 





[01] 


S-0 


CSnJO 


€B^ 


au 


[au] 


S— ID 


CaJll 


_a 




[^] 


- 


aj" 



a. The vowel [a], which is never word-initial, has no independent symbol. 



TABLE 38.2: Consonant Symbols (vyanjanam) 







Voiceless Plosives 




Voiced Plosives 


N 






Unaspirated 


Aspirated 


Unaspirated 


Aspirated 


ASALS 


Velar 


^ 


k 


[k] 


Qd 


kh m 


LD 


g 


[g] 


OgJ 


gh [gT 


03 


n m 


Palatal 


su 


c 


[tf] 


HIB 


ch [tP] 


^ 


J 


[*] 


(UU) 


jh [cfeT 


CTTJ) 


ft [p] 


Retroflex 


s 


t 


m 





th [f ] 


au 


d 


m 


OJIS 


dh [f] 


6TD 


n [nJ 


Dental 


cm 


t 


m 


LQ 


th m 


a 


d 


[d] 


(JD 


dh [dT 


(D 


n [n] 


Labial 


aJ 


P 


[p] 


ciD 


ph [pi 


^m 


b 


[b] 


(i 


bh m 


m 


m [m] 


Sonorants 


CO) 


y 


m 


Q 


r [r] 


EJ 


1 


[1] 


OJ 


V [u] 






Fricatives 


CQ 


s 


[Q] 


a3d 


s [J] 


CTU 


s 


[s] 


oD 


h [fi] 






Miscellaneous 


t 


1 


[U 


cei2^ 


ks [kj] 


'^^ 


1 


[J] 





I [r] 







current revised script (see below), all these variants are replaced by uniform -j u and 
-J M afer the consonant. 

The consonant m, when syllable-final, is represented as the symbol o (called 
anusvdram): Q'Ucmujo ausadham 'medicine', ojono varum 'will come', oDoCTDo 
hamsam 'swan', ctuoCcsdoooo samyogam 'joining together'. 

Prepausal sonorant consonants (other than m) are represented by a special set of 
characters which are called cillaksaram 'letter fragments' (table 38.4). 
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TABLE 38.3: Irregular Shapes of-u and -u 





d&^ 


k + u = 


C&3 


ku 


d&) 


k + u = 


^ 


ku 




CO 


g + u = 


^ 


gu 


CO 


g + = 


'^ 


gu 




illB 


c + u = 


^ 


cu 


ilXB 


c + u = 


-O-CB^ 


cu 




^ 


j + u = 


^ 


ju 


^ 


j + u== 


^ 


ju 




CTf) 


n + u = 


QTB 


nu 


STD 


n + u = 


OT^) 


nu 




07) 


t + u = 


© 


tu 


CtD 


t + u== 


@ 


to 




an 


n + u = 


Ob 


nu 


CD 


n + u = 


<-ir^ 


nu 




@ 


bh + u = 


■■§ 


bhu 


C§ 


bh + u = 


= '■§ 


bhu 




0) 


r + u = 


an 


ru 


C^ 


r + u = 


<.S3 


ru 




OB 


s + u = 


^ 


su 


CQ 


s + u = 


:^ 


sii 




o_0 


h + u = 


^ 


hu 


n_0 


h + u = 


.^ 


hu 




TABLE 38.4: Cillaksarams 












CTD n> 


cttS 




iUOCTT^ 




can 


'handbreadth' 




CD n> 


ct3 




<mcuai 




avan 


'he' 






C^ r> 


d 




ffiEjrS 




malar 


'popped rice' 




EJ 1> 


cu^ 




cUdS^CD^ 




pakal 


'day 






§_ 1> 


50 




(^OJl>0 


aval 


'she' 




TABLE 


38.5: Consonant Diacritics 












CD n 


+ en) 


y 


^ci 


ny 


CD^OODo 


nyayam 'justice' 


rU p 


+ c^ 


r = 


^ 


pr 


crij1(^1 


priti 'affection' 


era s 


+ CTJ 


V = 


CJBJ 


sv 


CQJOCTUo 


svasam 'breath' 



All word-internal sequences of consonants, except for m as mentioned above, are 
represented as kuttaksaram 'conjunct characters'; these are of several types. First, 
when CQ3 J, c^ r, and oj v are second members in consonant clusters, they are repre- 
sented as diacritics adjoined to the preceding consonant (table 38.5). Many other 
conjuncts are formed by placing the character for the second sound beneath the char- 
acter for the first sound; ej / takes the rather different shape^ (table 38.6). But^ 
marks the doubling of a number of characters with the shape j at the right, e.g. j^ cc, 
€^ bb, c^ vv (but a- pp, EJ //). 

However, some of the most frequent conjuncts are formed by left-to-right com- 
binations (table 38.7). 

In the 1970s and 1980s, the difficulties of printing Malay alam script gave rise to 
the introduction of a simplified script. The most important property of the modem 



TABLE 38.6: Vertical Conjuncts (in order of second member) 



(TU S 


+ 


cS^ 


k 


= 


^ ^ 


sk 


(^(TUDo 


skandham 


'shoulder' 


m c 


+ 


JID 


ch 


= 


^ 


cch 


(Gir)^(t6 


acchan 


'father' 


^ j 


+ 


^ 


J 


= ■. 


% 


jj 


2]% 


majja 


'lymph' 


s t 


+ 


s 


t 


■ = 


§ 


tt 


<mg\ 


atti 


'pile' 


cm s 


+ 


s 


t 


= 


'cm 

s 


St 


(^cmo 

s 


kastam 


'difficulty' 


CO) d 


+ 


CU) 


d 


= ' 


(U) 

CU) 


44 


©(U)ej1 


iddali 


'kind of cake' 


cm s 


+ 


6TD 


n 


= 


cm 

em 


sn 




kasnam 


'piece' 


aJ p 


+ 


OS) 


t 


= 


oJ 
cro 


pt 


CTUCDOaJI 

CU) 


samapti 


'completion' 


em b 


+ 





d 


= 


6DJ 

G 


bd 


G 


sabdam 


'noise' 


cro s 


+ 


CD 


n 


= 


m 


sn 


QCr^oDo 


sneham 


'love' 


oJ p 


+ 


cU 


P 


= 


Rd 


pp 


<ST5^o 


appam 


'(sweet) bread' 


d8^ k 


+ 


ej 


1 


= 


.^ 


kl 


Q(^(Jbo 


klesam 


'pain' 


oJ p 


+ 


(TO 


s 


= 


cU 

OFU 


ps 


(SlTDoJC^ 
cro 


apsara 


'celestial dancer' 


(TO S 


+ 


(TO 


s 


= 


(TO 

CTU 


ss 


CDCDCTU" 
av 


manassQ 


'mind' 


TABLE 


38.7: Horizontal Conjuncts 










c&^ k 


+ 


cS^ 


k 


= 


cSsi 


kk 


ciJc&no 


pakkam 


'side' 


d&> k 


+ 


cm 


t 


= 


uJio; 


kt 


C/3dBTOi1 


sakti 


'power' 


6T3 n 


+ 


C&) 


k 


= 


©> 


m 


ojae^ 


panka 


'fan' 


6B n 


+ 


OB 


n 


= 


6UrB 


nn 


-OJCmBEJ 


cannala 


'chain' 


6TU) ft 


+ 


CTRD 


h 


= 


cnrnr. 


) nn 


d^eioiol 


kanni 


'rice gruel' 


eTTD n 


+ 


J2J 


c 


= 


€BJ 


nc 


(STracmj" 


anc9 


'five' 


gTD n 


+ 


S 


t 


= 


6TT§ 


nt 


Qsuem 


centa 


'drum' 


6TD n 


+ 


CU) 


d 


= 


CTTID 


nd 


CDsmjoejo 


mandalam 'circle' 


cm t 


+ 


(U) 


t 


= 


(UTU) 


tt 


c&iCUTU)1 


kutti 


'stabbed' 


(3S) t 


+ 


CL 


m 


= 


CUID 


tm 


(m^amiooj^ 


" atmav9 


'soul' 


on n 


+ 


CU) 


t 


= 


(TU) 


nt 


iU(TD)o 


cantam 


'beauty' 


CD n 


+ 


Q 


d 


= 


CB 


nd 


©obIo) 


indira 


'Indira' 


CD n 


+ 


00 


dh 


= 


(TUO 


ndh 


<01R)(T\JO(T5 


andhan 


'blind' 


CD n 


+ 


(D 


n 


= 


CTD 


[nn]or[nn] ffi(TD(T^ 


mannan 


'king' 


CD n 


+ 


CD 


m 


= 


cm 


nm 


(DCICD 


nanma 


'goodness' 


CD m 


+ 


CD 


m 


= 


rrrn 


mm 


(S1fd)QID 


amma 


'mother' 


CQ s 


+ 


£L1 


c 


= 


caj 


sc 


CGT3)Ci2Ua)^o 


ascaryam 


'wonder' 
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script is the linearization of the diacritics in such a way that a complex character can 
be built by a left-to-right sequence of separate sorts for the main symbol and the dia- 
critics (table 38.8). 

The second innovation is the breaking up of consonant clusters into sequences of 
atomic characters, using either a cillaksaram as in an? (2 for 02 nma, or the diacritic - 
(which otherwise writes [9]) to indicate a consonant without a vowel (table 38.9). 
Given these two changes, one would expect the modem script to become increasingly 
alphabetic, with each symbol representing a single segment. However, what has hap- 
pened is that individual printers have opted for "modernizing" some characters but 
not others, thereby creating an inconsistent script with a large number of random op- 
tions. 

By and large, a space between two characters corresponds to a word boundary. 
However, Malayalam also allows a common style of writing in which the words of a 
phonological phrase are strung together such that the space between letters corre- 
sponds to a pause. For example, a cillaksaram^ as stated earlier, appears before a 
pause. When a sonorant consonant is followed by vowels in the same phonological 
phrase, the cillaksaram is replaced by a regular character (table 38.10). Similar ob- 
servations apply to the encoding of phonological processes across words such as 
shwa insertion, glide insertion, gemination, nasal deletion, and so on (Mohanan 
1986). The results of these processes are quite often represented in the script. When 
this happens, there is no space between the two words that participate in the phono- 
logical process. 

The numerals are shown in table 38.11. 

table 38.8: Simplified Characters 







Traditional Modern 




pra 




(^ 


L^ 




pu 




^ 


^l 




pu 




^e 


^l 




Pof 




^ 


^J 


table 


38.9: Simplified 


Consonant Clusters 






Traditional 


Modern 


kta 




<£rvs) 




d&i'cO) 


nta 




(TU) 




Ct8c^ (with cillaksaram) 


nma 




CO] 




Ct8cI] (with cillaksaram) 


pna 




^ 




oj'cin 


spa 




93 




n^^riJ 


ska 




^ 




(TU^d9i 



TABLE 38.10: Spelling at Phrase Break 



In Pause 



Scriptio Continua 



CGT^CUCT^ avan 'he' cmCiKD^^O avanata 'He is there.' 

(mciAbQ aval 'she' mcUQ^culQS avalevite 'Where is she?' 

CLEJC^ malar 'popped rice' mej 0)0(^1 malarayi 'The popped rice is ready.' 



TABLE 38.11: Numerals 












12345 


6 


7 


8 


9 





jD o_ ai- c^ (§) 


OX) 


GN 


^ 


a^ 


6— 



1. Malayalam: 

2. Transliteration: 

3. Transcription: 

4. Gloss: 



Sample of Malayalam 

vyayamam kuttiyittum 
ujaijaimam kuittijitt^m 
exercise increased.despite 

katiiinan vilattato 
katijijiaiix uiuaittats 
harness fall.not.it 



(Gr&)n_O0a)o (T)1CQ;(Qro)1i2y1§]o 

aharam niyantriccittum 

aifiairam nijantrittfittum 

food controlled.despite 



o^ 3 (3 CO COT^I O (T) 3 C5 ] 

hrdrogattinoru 

Mdroigattinoru 

heait.disease.ACC.one 



/. o^CTCD3Ocfr)OCTT?06inD 

2. entukontano 

3. entukoiilaiiio 

4. what.with.is 

/. 3l(T)o(rLjCU)1 (Giro 035 

2. dinamprati ats 

3. dinamprati ati 

4. day.every it 

1. ajr^a)3gTDlaj:)1cin] ojloDlQej ojIejo^? 

2. aranitinu pinnile villan? 

3. airaii]itinu pinnile uillan 

4. who.is.its behind.LOC.ACC villain 

'Despite controlling diet and increasing exercise, why is it that heart disease has 
not been restrained? Rather, it continues to enslave more and more people each 
day. Who is the villain behind this?' — Vasudevan 1994: 40. 



kututalalukale 

ku:tiitala:lukale 

more.people.ACC 



atimakalakkikkontirikkukayumana . 
atimaka[a:kkikkoii];irikk%kajumaiip 
slaves.make.have.continue.also.is 
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